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TRACES OF THE MATRONYMIC FAMILY IN THE 
HEBREW SOCIAL ORGANIZATION 



EARLE BENNETT CROSS, PH.D. 
Dover, New Hampshire 



Historical criticism has made possible the study of the contents 
of the Old Testament from a sociological point of view. Many of 
the books are composite — collections of several sources written at 
periods of time separated from each other by centuries, and woven 
together by later hands. Until the various strands of these books 
were distinguished, and dated with all possible accuracy, the study 
of Hebrew social institutions was hopelessly blocked. It is now 
possible, however, to group the materials for any historical research 
in the Old Testament in a comparatively accurate chronological 
sequence. 

The reader is familiar with the usual distinguishing marks of the 
four main sources of the Hexateuch — J, E, D, and P. These docu- 
ments may be themselves composite; but the division of them into 
their component parts has not yet been accomplished so as to meet 
with general approbation. From different hands and from widely 
separated periods these four great sources come. The J source is 
not to be dated before 850 B.C. and in the main probably antedates 
800 b.c. The E source was composed in the larger part probably 
during the next half-century (800-750 B.C.). The D source came 
very much later. Probably only a short time elapsed between the 
writing of this and the reign of Josiah. It is to be dated soon after 
650 B.C. The P source is largely post-exilic. Its various parts were 
written between 570 and 450 B.C. Of the books of the Old Testament 
outside of the Hexateuch we may note many of the narratives of 
Samuel and Kings as arising soon after 1000 B.C. To these begin- 
nings additions were made at intervals until the middle of the sixth 
century. These that have been mentioned provide the bulk of the 
material for the sociological investigator. Where other material is 
used the reader may refer to Kent's "Student's Old Testament," 
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especially the Beginnings of Hebrew History, for the dating of the 
source. 

As far as possible the investigator must regard the sources as 
furnishing data for the study of the time at which they were written. 
The sources, however, deal with incidents which occurred long 
before the time of writing. Thus the investigation becomes com- 
plex; an endeavor must be made to distinguish between the data 
of the original narrative and the color given to it by the later hand. 
It has been the aim of the present writer to collect the available 
evidences for the existence of a matronymic family system among 
the Hebrews, and, dealing with these evidences in the light of modern 
scholarship, to group the facts accordingly. 

The terms "matronymic" and "patronymic" have been chosen 
in accordance with the most recent usage of sociologists, in preference 
to the more familiar terms "matriarchal" and "patriarchal." These 
latter are misleading. The sociologist who uses them does not use 
them in the sense which their derivation might imply. The matri- 
archal system is not a type of family in which women are the auto- 
crats. In the same way the patriarchal system is often wrongly 
considered as an absolute tyranny of the father over the members of 
his family. The terms "matriarchal" and "patriarchal" denote 
simply that in the systems which they define kinship is traced through 
the mother or through the father respectively. These types of 
family relationship are better expressed by the terms " matronymic " 
and "patronymic." It is obvious that in the United States the 
family system is in general of the "patriarchal" type, to use the 
older term, but it is often true that the father is not the dominant 
factor in family affairs. 

The books of the Old Testament were all written under a patro- 
nymic system. This fact is so very evident and we in this day are 
so accustomed to that same system that the few evidences of a more 
ancient way of tracing kinship are apt to escape notice. The records 
were handed down in oral tradition before they were written. Early 
usage, furthermore, incorporated material from older sources into 
writings which were being compiled, without greatly changing their 
form; and thus there has been preserved for us the spirit and thought 

i E. C. Parsons, The Family, 248. 
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of ages from which no written word has come to us. Thus, while 
the Old Testament books are permeated by the patronymic influence, 
there are yet traces of the older matronymic system to be found. 

The first evidences of a matronymic family system are to be found 
in the naming of children by the mother. At first thought this 
naming of a child by its mother or father does not seem to be evidence 
in either direction, for in our own day the naming of the child is a matter 
for either parent to perform. This is true, however, only of the 
given name, the surname is always that of the father in strict accord 
with our patronymic system. In days when a man bore but one 
name, that name would be given by the parent through whom kin- 
ship was traced. It is a recognized principle that "Namen giebt wer 
das Eigenthumsrecht hat." We may be certain, therefore, that cases 
in the Old Testament wherein the mother names the child are tradi- 
tions from the time of a matronymic system. 

An investigation of the instances of naming children in the Old 
Testament reveals the striking fact that the mother names the child 
in the earlier sources, while in the later writings the father is the 
name-giver. Proceeding, therefore, from the later to the earlier 
source, the traces of the matronymic system become more and more 
evident. The following tables will show this at a glance. 





*J. 


E. 


P. 


1. Named by father 

2. Named by mother .... 


t3 

22 

(4) 


4 

1 


4 







* Two of these are in the so-called later J sources in Judges; in one, the child is named by the father, 
in the other, by the mother. 

t A textual error, corrected in Gen. 38:3, reduces the number to 3 from 4. 

Note. — References included in the above table are as follows : 
/ source: 

1. Gen. 4:26; 5*20; Judg. 8:31. 

2. Gen. 4:1, 25; 11:11; 19:37, 38; 29:32, 33, 34, 35; 30:6, 8, n, 13 (names in these four given 
by adoptive mother); 30:18, 20, 21, 24; 38:3 (textual error); 38:4, 5; Exod. 2:22; Judg. 13:24. 

3. Gen. 25:24. 26; 38:29, 30. 
E source: 

1. Gen. 41:51? 52; Exod. 18:3, 4- 

2. Gen. 35:18. 

P source: 

1. Gen. 5:3; 16:15; 17:19; 21:3. 
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There are no instances of naming children in the D source. The 
other books present at least six other cases of naming children: 



Reference 



Approximate Date 



Named by 



I Sam. i :2o 

I Sam. 4:21 

II Sam. 12:24 

Isaiah 7:14 | 750-700 B.C. 

I Chron. 4:9 1 After 400 B.C. 

I Chron. 7:23 ; After 400 B.C. 



1000-850 B.C. 
1000-850 B.C. 
1000-850 B.C. 



Mother 

Mother (father dead) 

Father (corrected text) 

Mother 

Mother 

Father 



The evidence may be summed up thus: With decreasing promi- 
nence instances of "mother naming" are found from the earliest to 
the latest sources. The proportion of 22:3 in J and of 0:4 in P are 
striking evidences of the prominence of matronymic influence in the 
earliest as against the latest periods. The presumption is therefore 
strong that in periods preceding our written records the family sys- 
tem of the Hebrews was matronymic. Other evidence adds weight 
to this presumption. 

Two narratives from Genesis may next be cited as bearing upon 
the question of the existence of a matronymic system in ancient 
Israel. Gen., chap. 24, contains the story of the betrothal of Rebekah 
to Isaac. Several turns of speech in the course of the narrative 
betray a matronymic spirit. Vs. 15 gives the genealogy of Bethuel, 
the father of Laban and Rebekah, by female descent: "Bethuel, the 
son of Milcah, the wife of Nahor, Abraham's brother." Vs. 24, in 
the words of Rebekah, traces the descent in the same way. (In 
vs. 47, when Abraham's servant repeats the words in his appeal for 
the hand of Rebekah, he changes the phraseology to the patronymic 
formula — an exception which proves the rule.) Again in vs. 28 
Rebekah is depicted as running to tell her mother's house the news 
of the arrival of Abraham's servant. Vs. 53 represents the bridal 
presents as being given to Rebekah's brother and her mother; and 
in vs. 55 it is her brother and mother who give assent to the marriage 
of the maiden. These two latter verses accord well with what is 
known of matronymic families among other peoples. In the action 
of the story, the mention of Bethuel, father of Rebekah, occurs in 
24:50 only; elsewhere he appears in genealogies (22:22, 23; 24:15, 
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24, 47; 25:20; 28:2, 5). s He clearly had little or nothing to do 
with the transaction in connection with Rebekah. 

The traces of a matronymic family are very clear in this story, 
even though there has been some working-over of the material by 
those who were familiar with a patronymic system. 

The story of Jacob and his serving to obtain Leah and Rachel 
as his wives (Gen., chaps. 30, 31) bears several traces of a matronymic 
family. It has been a matter of frequent comment that this marriage 
presents many similarities to the so-called "beena" marriages of 
Ceylon. A "beena" marriage is one in which the husband either 
enters the tribe of the wife, or visits her at intervals, while the chil- 
dren are reckoned as belonging to the tribe of the mother, and not 
to that of the father. Clearly such a marriage is either part of a 
matronymic system or a relic of such a system. It is such a relic 
which is preserved for us in the story of Gen., chaps. 30, 31. The 
patronymic system shows its influence upon the main thread of the 
story, transforming the marriage into a purchase marriage; but if it 
were a simple marriage by purchase, the secret, stealthy departure 

' Possibly the text should be corrected to read Bethuel as the name of a woman, 
for 

1. The father has nothing to do with the incidents, whereas the mother is men- 
tioned throughout. 

2. Commentators suggest the deletion of the name in 24:50 because it is that 
of the father and not that of the mother. 

3. The latest lexicon (B.D.B.) has difficulty in giving the root of the name as 
that of a male, and has to change the first radical to 13 in order to do so (cf. Brown, 
Driver, Briggs, Eng. Heb. Lex., 143). 

4. The name might be a composite of 3S5 and the feminine noun fO daughter. 
(The arabic preserves the old case endings which occur now and then in Hebrew 
words. Cf. ^"IST'irPn, Gen. 1 : 24 and Gesenius ed., §886). 

Objections: (1) The genealogies regard the name as that of a man. 

Answer: (a) In Gen. 22:22, 23 (J) the only hint that would denote the gender 
is to be found in the use of "I?" 1 in Gen. 22:23, "And Bethuel "15^ Rebekah." It is 
true that "Ti" 1 is used in the sense of "beget"; but more often it is used of the mother 
in the sense of "bring forth." (b) In Gen. 24:15. 24, 27 the change required is slight, 
being merely TO, for p; in Gen. 25 :2o we should read JTTQIX for " 1 10"lS; and 28:2,5 
^MK for "OX , and n^lO"IS for '''QIS . Taken together these changes seem great, unless 
we remember that (c) those who wrote down the oral traditions were living in a patro- 
nymic period. 

2. Septuagint and other versions suggest no change. 

Answer: The changes were made at the times of writing the document, long 
antecedent to the versions. 
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of Jacob cannot be accounted for. If, however, it were a "beena" 
marriage, the flight from Laban must needs be secret, although the 
wives had been persuaded to follow their wealthy and fortunate 
husband (cf. Gen. 31:14-16). Furthermore, Gen. 31:27 ff. clearly 
implies that the wives and the children were regarded as the property 
of Laban. "And Jacob answered and said to Laban, 'Because I 
was afraid: for I said, lest thou shouldst take thy daughters from 
me by force'" (Gen. 31:31). "And Laban answered and said unto 
Jacob, 'The daughters are my daughters, and the children are my 
children, and the flocks are my flocks, and all that thou seest is mine; 
and what can I do this day for these my daughters, or unto their 
children, whom they have borne?'" (Gen. 31:43). These passages 
may be interpreted in the light of patronymic influence as the grief 
of a loving father and grandfather over the parting from children and 
grandchildren, and the surreptitious departure of his son-in-law. In 
view of the matronymic conditions which seem to prevail in the 
family of Rebekah in chap. 24, we should, however, give weight to 
the evidence for such a system in these chapters. It is probable 
that Laban claimed and was sustained in a right to the women, his 
daughters, and to their children. Jacob took a secret departure, 
because he recognized Laban's right to take his daughters from him 
by force, if necessary. Such an interpretation would regard the 
story as tradition of a "beena" marriage under a matronymic sys- 
tem, which had been worked over under patronymic influence into 
its present mixed condition. The traces of a mother-family are 
considerable. 

Proof of the occurrence of "beena" marriages is forthcoming in 
the case of Samson and the woman of Timnah in Judg. 14:5-10. 
The fact that such marriages were contracted in early Israel is a 
strong point in favor of the theory that a matronymic type of family 
organization preceded the well-known patronymic type. 

Another narrative presents traces of a matronymic system in 
unmistakable form. It is the story of Abimelech and his conspiracy 
to obtain the judge's power as it is recorded in the ninth chapter of 
Judges. Judg. 8:31 states that the mother of Abimelech was the 
"concubine" (IMb^B) of Gideon. Such a sexual relation was re- 
garded as marriage as we may see at once from the story in Judg., 
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chap. 19. The Levite whose concubine (ufob'S) left him is referred 
to as the "son-in-law" of her father, and the latter is termed his 
"father-in-law." Evidently there existed some sort of a marriage 
relation between the Levite and his concubine. To return to Abime- 
lech, we note in Judg. 9:5 that "Abimelech went unto his father's 
house at Ophrah, and slew his brethren." In order to carry out 
this bloody usurpation he called upon his mother's brethren for aid 
(Judg. 9:1). In his appeal he said, "Remember also that I am 
your bone and your flesh" (9:2). "And his mother's brethren spoke 
of him in the ears of all the men of Shechem all these words; and 
their hearts inclined to follow Abimelech; for they said, 'He is our 
brother'" (9:3). The significance of the story in its relation to a 
matronymic system lies not in the fact that Abimelech appealed to 
his mother's brethren for aid, since he would hardly have appealed 
to his father's brethren for help to usurp their own authority, even 
under a patronymic system. It is significant, however, that his 
mother's brethren recognize kinship with him and aid him. They 
regarded him as one of their own stock. Matronymic custom is 
apparent in the story. 

The instances of marriage between a man and his half-sister are 
further evidences of a matronymic system of kinship. In a patro- 
nymic system such marriages would be frowned upon and probably 
would be made illegal. In a matronymic system, however, the pair 
would not be near relatives and their marriage would be legal. 
Whether the marriage of Abram and Sarah be regarded as historical 
or not, the story may be regarded as good evidence for marriage 
forms. Abram and Sarah were both the children of Terah (Gen. 
11:275.), but by different mothers. Since the names are not 
recorded, we may for convenience call the name of Abram's mother 
A and of Sarah's, B. If kinship were traced through the mothers, 
Abram would belong to the A family and Sarah to the B family. 
Hence marriage between them would be legal. While such mar- 
riages might be permitted in a patronymic, polygamous system, and 
might possibly have their origin in such a system, the greater prob- 
ability is that their origin is to be traced to a preceding system of 
the matronymic type. Such marriages between half-sister and half- 
brother persisted until a late date in Hebrew history. An instance 
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of their possibility is found in II Sam. 13:13 in the case of Amnon 
and Tamar. Such marriages are to be regarded not as direct but 
as confirmatory evidence for a matronymic system. Taken in con- 
nection with other evidences, they have weight. 

Other fragmentary and more doubtful evidence for the existence 
of a matronymic system has been cited by writers at various times, 
but the evidence adduced seems enough. We could not expect to 
find clearer indications than those which have been presented, when 
we consider that we are seeking in later documents for traces of a 
social system which prevailed in the days of the oral tradition, from 
which the documents were shaped; and that the documents as we 
now have them have passed through a long period of patronymic 
influences. The evidence is decidedly in favor of the theory of a 
matronymic system in Israel prior to the patronymic system, which 
latter supplanted it after a long struggle. 



